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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Aranyak is a ten-episode limited series that tells the story of an educated urban young man 

named Satya in 1930’s Kolkata who is forced by circumstances to take up the job of an estate 

manager in the desolate and dangerous forests of the Chhota Nagpur Plateau in Central India. 

Aranyak depicts Satya’s 15-year-long stay in the forest, and his various experiences. During 

this period, Satya meets a number of forest dwellers who completely change his outlook 

towards life. In the beginning, Satya hates the desolation of the forest and its many dangers. 

But over time, he falls in love with the natural beauty of the terrain and the simple lives of its 

inhabitants. In the end, he is forced by his employers to destroy the very forest he had come to 

love so much. Satya returns to the city, distraught and dejected, but is unable to adjust to an 

urban life anymore. Aranyak is an adaptation of noted Indian author Bibhutibhushan 

Bandyopadhyay’s iconic novel of the same name. The title literally translates to ‘Of the Forest’. 

My thesis comprises of a detailed series Bible, two full-length 45-minute episode screenplays, 

and this support paper.   

 

   

 

Scholars, researchers and fellow filmmakers who wish to read my screenplay can contact me 

at bhaskar.chattopadhyay@gmail.com. Please explain your interest and confirm that it is for 

personal or private research purposes only, and that you will respect my copyright and not use 

my screenplay in any manner that infringes such copyright. 

mailto:bhaskar.chattopadhyay@gmail.com
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

Along with being an exercise in visual storytelling, Aranyak is also an exercise in adaptation. 

It is also an endeavour to see whether the message and meaning of a novel written almost one 

hundred years ago in one specific part of the world can have any relevance in today’s modern 

technology-driven world and whether such meaning and message can have a universal appeal. 

And finally, this adaptation is an exercise in attempting to ask certain philosophical questions 

about the nature of human existence itself. 

 

Throughout the screenplay, a conscious and deliberate effort has been made to explore man’s 

relationship with nature. In the case of this specific story, it is the forest that represents nature. 

Satya represents one side of humankind – the one that has grown distant from nature to the 

extent that nature now comes across as an inconvenience to him, if not a threat. This facet of 

Satya’s relationship with the natural world is explored in the first half of the story. Once he 

reaches the forest, everything around him seems strange to him. So strange, in fact, that he 

simply cannot bear to continue living in the middle of the forest. But over time, as he becomes 

more familiar with the forest and its way of life, he begins to resemble and subsequently 

represent the other side of the spectrum of humanity – the one which is at one with nature. 

Things that would have been unthinkable for him a few years ago come naturally to him now. 

This change is gradual, as far as Satya is concerned. But we, the audience, who are witnessing 

fifteen years of Satya’s life compressed and presented before us in a few hours of storytelling 

can comprehend this change. We understand the starkness of it. And although we see the forest 
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and its people through Satya’s eyes, we also happen to notice that Satya is now a changed man. 

So much so that when he is forced to return to the city, he cannot adjust to an urban life 

anymore. 

 

Which brings us to the all-important question – having spent almost all his life in the city, if 

Satya could have adjusted to life in the forest, why did a much shorter sojourn in the forest 

change him to such an extent that he cannot bear to live in the city anymore? Shouldn’t the 

change have been in equal measure in both directions? 

 

One possible explanation of this paradox could be simply that as an individual, Satya had 

always been more connected to nature than he thought he was, and that his inner desire to be 

in the midst of nature was so deep seeded within him, that he himself never knew of its 

existence. If we accept this possibility, Satya no longer remains what one might call a ‘true 

representative’ of the subset of humanity who got cut off from the natural world by way of 

rampant urbanization. 

 

Another answer to this question could be the amount of respect that Satya earned during his 

years in the forest. In the city, Satya was a nobody. Just an unemployed man who had no idea 

where his next meal was going to come from. The day-to-day humiliation, the inherent guilt of 

hunger, and even the sympathy of those around him might be serious blows to his self-respect. 

But in the forest, he was the king of the land. The reverence of the people around him meant 

something to him. Not only did he no longer have to worry about the most basic needs of life 

such as food, shelter and clothes, his self-actualization needs were met too. He earned the 

admiration and the respect of the people of the forest. Which is why we see a stark difference 
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in his very voice as the story moved from the city to the forest. To leave all that he had earned 

in the forest behind and come back to the city as a nobody may not have been easy on Satya. 

And the fact that there was no going back could have dealt an even stronger blow to his hopes. 

Dejection was therefore but a natural outcome of his state of being. 

 

Aranyak then is an exploration of Satya’s inherent nature, his needs and desires, and the change 

he undergoes during his stay in the lap of nature – all seen through the lens of his relationship 

with the forest and its people. From the perspective of craft, Aranyak is also a study in taking 

a story that was written over a century ago and telling the story to a contemporary and wider 

audience. This adaptation, therefore, is the litmus test for the two most fundamental traits of 

the original novel – its timelessness, and its universal appeal. 
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WHY THIS STORY? 

 

 

 

“The fact is that no species has ever had such wholesale control over everything on earth, 

living or dead, as we now have. That lays upon us, whether we like it or not, a tremendous 

amount of responsibility. In our hands now lies not only our own future, but that of all other 

living creatures with whom we share the earth.” 

 

~ David Attenborough 

 

 

 

In order to truly understand why this particular story was selected for adaptation for this thesis, 

one must first know a bit more about the author or the novel. Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay 

is one of India’s greatest novelists, having written some of the most iconic books in Indian 

literature. Written in the Bengali language, his novels include ‘Pather Panchali’ (Song of the 

Little Road), ‘Aprajito’ (The Unvanquished), ‘Ashani Sanket’ (Distant Thunder), ‘Chander 

Pahar’ (The Mountain on the Moon), and ‘Ichhamati’ (The River) – for which he was awarded 

the Rabindra Puraskar, the highest literary award conferred by the Government of West Bengal. 

Dozens of critically acclaimed and commercially successful films in India are adaptations of 

Bibhutibhushan’s works. Veteran filmmaker Satyajit Ray made as many as four films from 

Bibhutibhushan’s novels, he was Ray’s favourite novelist. The iconic Hindi film ‘Amar Prem’ 
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(Eternal Love, 1972) directed by Shakti Samanta is an adaptation of Bibhutibhushan’s short 

story. 

 

Why have so many of Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s stories been adapted for the screen? 

The reason is simple. His stories are timeless, and they have invaluable cinematic appeal. The 

inherent humanism in his stories, the easy-to-understand language, the visual storytelling and 

a keen sense of observation and understanding of the human condition makes his stories stand 

out in a rich treasure trove of literature. The shine of his stories is unmistakable, his signature 

unique and inimitable. No wonder then, that generations of filmmakers from all parts of the 

country have tried over the years to adapt his stories for the screen. 

 

Aranyak is Bibhutibhushan’s semi-autobiographical novel, its narrative culled from the 

experiences that the author himself had while working as a manager and rent administrator in 

a forest estate in what is currently known as the state of Bihar in India. During the years he 

spent in the forest, Bibhutibhushan met several people, mainly forest dwellers, and had an 

opportunity to observe and study their ways of life, their philosophies, their outlook, and their 

culture. He saw extreme poverty, but even in the midst of such miseries, he also saw a zeal of 

living life in a way that was completely alien to a city-dweller such as him. Bibhutibhushan 

was so moved by the stories of these people, and so bewitched by the sights and sounds of the 

forest that he decided to write a novel about his experiences. That novel is Aranyak. 

 

I decided to adapt Aranyak because it is as relevant today as it was all those years ago, when it 

was written – if not more. The author’s warning to his readers – that humankind is making a 

mistake in thinking that it has to save nature, and that nature is not an entity that is separate 
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from human existence – is staring us in the face right now. Before it is too late, the messages 

and the meaning of this profound story needs to be sent out to as large an audience as possible. 

Aranyak’s narrative is both interesting and entertaining. And yet, wrapped in the sweet and 

delectable taste of the story of a young man’s journey of self-discovery, the novel also carries 

deeper meanings and insights. It is not the story of one man. On the contrary, it is a tale of how 

we, as humans, must go to the forest, instead of expecting the forest to come to us. 

 

Aranyak also carries a commentary on the idea of happiness. Of how little we indeed need to 

live a happy, fulfilled and content life. And how, unbeknownst to ourselves, nature has an 

abundant supply of those needs. It talks about the true meaning of civilization, and encourages 

us to respect all human beings, irrespective of race, class, caste, creed, religion or social 

standing. It reminds us that we are part of nature, and that the battle for saving a forest from 

logging and clear-cutting is, in fact, a fight for our own survival. 

 

Aranyak carries important messages to humankind, and at the same time, it has all the 

ingredients needed for wholesome entertainment. Those two are a rare combination. And 

Aranyak is a rare and unique novel. It is set in the 1930’s in east-central India, in a forest spread 

over the Chota Nagpur Plateau. Although the story is set in a period when India was under the 

British rule, there is no allusion to it, nor are there any living British characters in the story. 

The novel opens in the city of Kolkata, formerly known by the anglicized name ‘Calcutta’. Till 

1911, Calcutta was the capital of British India, and as a result the city had seen remarkable 

development. With this development came several problems as well – overpopulation, 

unemployment, rampant industrialization and commercialization, air, water and sound 

pollution, and an increase in incidents of crime being only some of them. From the city, the 
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story quickly moves to the forest, where there was absolutely no focus on human development. 

Poverty, disease and illiteracy were a way of life, as was crime. There were no schools, no 

hospitals, no medical care, and no jobs. Young men flocked to the city, lured by the prospect of 

jobs, only to end up as bonded labour. There was corruption everywhere, and utter lawlessness. 

The rich and the powerful fiefs and landlords preyed on the poor farmers. Moneylenders used 

usury to cheat the poor of their rightful earning. The poor lived a life full of fear, hunger and 

indignity. 

 

But nature is unfazed by human poverty. It remains beautiful even in the middle of hunger and 

corruption. It is this contrast that comes across in the story as well. While the protagonist meets 

several characters in the story who live in abject poverty, it is their outlook towards life and 

their spirit of survival that surprise him. Aranyak is a story that comprises of several such 

vignettes of life in the forest. 

 

The reason why the book is still relevant today is that even after all these years, these areas – 

specifically the Chota Nagpur Plateau – has hardly seen any development. Even today, people 

of the region live in poverty, and in the shadow of corruption, illiteracy and unemployment. 

This, despite being one of the richest centres of minerals in the entire Indian subcontinent. 

Minerals flow out of the region to various parts of the country, but hardly any money or 

development flows back into the region. 

 

For context, it is important to know that around three-fourths of the population of India live in 

rural areas, a significant fraction of them in forests, where there is no electricity, education or 

healthcare, nor the protection of law. Under such circumstances, the poverty that the 
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protagonist witnesses in the forest is all but natural. However, as the protagonist himself 

explains, city life has its own problems as well. The novel takes an objective look at both the 

pros and the cons of life in the forest. 

 

As a novel, Aranyak deals with several important themes. In my adaptation of the novel, I have 

tried to maintain those themes, underscore them and expand on them wherever I felt the need 

to do so, and whenever it seemed to me that doing so would enhance the cinematic appeal of 

the story. 

 

The first, foremost, and most obvious theme that the story deals with is the concern for man’s 

dwindling relationship with nature. Aranyak takes us to the heart of the jungle and shows us 

that one of humankind’s greatest misunderstanding is that we need to “save” nature. The novel 

tells us that nothing could be farther from the truth. That it is not nature that needs saving. That 

nature is a self-sustaining system. That on the contrary, it is us human beings that need saving, 

and that any harm that we carelessly cause to nature is a harm that is being caused to us. 

Aranyak dwells on this thought and tries to tell us – again and again – that our reckless, arrogant 

and belligerent attitude towards the planet and its ecosystem is a foolishly inadvertent blow 

that we are dealing to our own chances of survival. By the end of the novel, the forest may well 

have been destroyed, but it will grow back again. The protagonist, however, is doomed forever, 

as are the forest dwellers. And it is in this permanence of humankind’s downfall, resulting from 

its own actions, lies its greatest threat, its most perilous fate. Not once does the story attempt 

to assert that nature is all about beauty and tranquillity. In fact, Aranyak talks in great and vivid 

detail about the dangers that humankind faces from nature. But it is also quick to claim that 

like any other stable system, creation and destruction are two integral parts of nature. And that 
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if human beings learn how not to take nature for granted, how to understand both the beauty 

and the perils of nature, then human beings would have no problem in being a part of it, as time 

and creation had ordained. Addressing the shallow, incomplete or incorrect understanding of 

man’s relationship with nature is one of the most important themes of this story. 

 

The second significant theme that Aranyak explores is anthropological in nature. And it deals 

with the singular statement – “We are not from around here”. The history of the world tells us 

that human beings have always been a travelling species. Climates, search for food and water, 

territoriality, war and violence, and the thirst for exploration has made us move from one place 

to another since the dawn of time. Looking around today, here in the present day, it is easy for 

us to claim that one individual member of our species belongs to a particular race, a country, a 

province, a community. But these are mere stamps of demography. If we shift our focus on the 

human species and look at it through a lens that permits us to take the entire history of 

humankind into the frame, we will see that none of us truly “belongs” to a specific geography. 

Yes, we may have originated from a particular place, but we have been traveling, we have 

always been traveling. And that none of us are from the place we have been told we are from. 

Our belief in this sense of belonging is a result of the limited frame in which we like to cast 

our history and our existence. And our belief in this sense of originating from a specific place 

is simply because it is easier for us to comprehend a smaller time frame than a longer and more 

complex one. The story of Aranyak challenges this belief. It tells us that although it may not be 

humanly possible for us to shed our preconceived notions about who belongs where, the least 

we could do is to be respectful towards everyone’s existence. That we need to be at least aware 

of – if not to do something to either aid or prevent it, but certainly to understand and respect it 

– the constant journey of mankind from one part of the planet to another. We must realize that 

in this unstoppable journey that is coded into our genetic structure, etched into our very hearts 
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and minds, we must all be respectful towards our fellow travellers. Permanent ownership, 

permanent belongingness, and even the very philosophical notion of permanence are all 

dangerous concepts, in the sense that they lead to an irrational fear of the possibility of “others” 

usurping what we believe is “ours”. Those fears, in turn, lead to a sense of protectionism, 

leading – more often than not – to violence, bloodshed and destruction. 

 

Alongside, Aranyak also challenges existing notions about civilization, much like what the 

French anthropologist and ethnologist Claude Lévi-Strauss described, detailed and argued in 

his seminal work ‘Tristes Tropiques’ and what noted celebrated Indian filmmaker Satyajit Ray 

spoke about in his 1991 film ‘Agantuk’ (The Stranger). It shows us the striking contrast between 

urban life and life in the forest and encourages us to ask ourselves who among the two are truly 

civilized – the urban citizen, or the forest-dweller? The answer, mind you, is not a simple and 

straightforward one. Not once does Aranyak claim that there is no violence or greed or deceit 

among those living in the forest. What it does try to tell us, by way of anecdotal examples, is 

that it is unfair to put a wholesale and stereotypical brand of ‘uncivilized’ or ‘barbarian’ on 

those who are unlike you and me. It tries to give us an inside view of the lives of ‘the others’, 

showing us that it is not exactly what we have been led to believe it is. And that there is as 

much to learn and take from ‘them’ as they might be inspired to take from us. That these so-

called uncivilized people also have commendable developments in science, technology, 

medicine, architecture, economics, art, culture and even philosophy. And just because we are 

not aware of such developments, does not mean that they do not exist. The story shows us that 

we can either be open to learn about the lives and ways of the forest-dwellers so we might grow 

a sense of respect for them, or we may choose to remain in blind denial. Either way, the novel 

challenges our self-declared supremacy and being the ‘better’ or ‘more enlightened’ section of 

our very own species. It describes the futility with which we go about our day to day lives with 
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such infinite complacence and the firm but unreasonable belief that everything, every single 

demographic group, as tiny as it may be, is the best in the world, simply because WE belong 

to it. Aranyak encourages us to believe that there is a world outside of our own, and that there 

are several beautiful things in that world. 
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WHY A SERIES? 

 

 

 

A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it. 

 

~ Jean de La Fontaine 

 

 

 

The story of the form in which Aranyak would be presented to the world is an interesting one, 

in the sense that it is a story of an artist’s attempt to face his deepest and darkest fears. When it 

was being conceived for the purposes of being a thesis screenplay, Aranyak was all set to be a 

feature length screen adaptation. This strategy had very little to do with the original novel. The 

real reason behind this plan was that the episodic series format simply did not – and to be 

honest, still does not – work for me at all. I have grown up watching films and very little 

television. My visual language is that of a two-hour story. However, the more I thought about 

the adaptation, the more I began to realize that it would be simply impossible to tell the story 

of Satya and all his experiences in the forest in a feature length film. Artists tend to be very 

stubborn. I promptly created a justification for myself. I referred to one of the greatest cinematic 

adaptations ever in the history of film – Satyajit Ray’s ‘Pather Panchali’, which, 

coincidentally, is an adaptation of another novel by the same author whose work I am trying to 

adapt. In choosing to adapt Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s ‘Pather Panchali’, Ray said that 
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it was impossible to try and tell the entire story through a feature length film. Which is why he 

selected only a small section of the novel and turned it into his film. I decided to do the same. 

 

But when I started working on the adaptation, I realized that ‘Aranyak’ and ‘Pather Panchali’ 

are two very different kinds of novels. Applying one adaptation strategy to the other would be 

a seriously counterproductive exercise, if not a completely futile one. I also happened to recall 

a quote by Satyajit Ray, in which he mentioned the long short story format to be best suited for 

a feature length film adaptation. In other words, a novel with the length and complexity of 

Aranyak simply wasn’t. This corroborated with my own thoughts about the challenges I was 

facing in doing justice to the novel. I soon realized that what worked for Pather Panchali won’t 

work for Aranyak. Which brought me to the scariest question of my entire writing career – how 

would I write a series? 

 

I lived in that fear for months, remaining in denial that I was about to do injustice to the story. 

Whoever heard the story or read the book told me in one unanimous voice that this was a series, 

and not a feature film. But I refused to believe them. For no other reason except for my personal 

fears of attempting a format that I had neither the liking for nor the knowledge of. Partly to 

confront my fears, and partly see if I could learn a thing or two about writing an episodic series, 

I enrolled myself into Prof. Rebecca Schechter’s course on television writing. It was she who 

helped me understand the medium and the format. Her teachings gave me confidence and 

introduced me to a whole new world of writing in a medium that was ubiquitous and a form 

that was liberating. In the sense that suddenly, with a single choice, I now had at my disposal 

the time and the space to tell the story of Aranyak in the way that the original author had 

intended to. I now had a framework in which there was room for more characters, more stories 
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and subtler storytelling than I could have ever hoped to have had I remained stuck to my 

original intentions. In many ways, this was an eye-opening and life-changing experience for 

me as a writer. 

 

Aranyak now stands as an episodic series. I can now confidently tell the story without having 

to sacrifice on narratives. I do not have to leave my messages half-delivered or be in a rush to 

give shape to a sub-plot. My screenwriting teacher Prof. Howard Wiseman taught me to be 

“faithful but ruthless” while writing adaptations. With this new format, and the newfound 

confidence to write in this format, I can now focus on being more faithful and less ruthless. 

 

Which brings me to the end of the story of Aranyak. I chose the limited series format because 

I currently feel that the story has an organic end. But I have also learned that no art is final. 

There could be a final flourish by the artist, but that doesn't mean that the artwork has reached 

its full potential. This adaptation is right now at the writing stage. When it moves on to the 

production stage, and is finally screened, is it possible that new opportunities will emerge? 

Perhaps a new storyline? Or a new idea? 

 

That remains to be seen. 
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IMPACT OF OTHER WORKS 

 

 

 

A director makes only one movie in his life. Then he breaks it up and makes it again. 

 

~ Jean Renoir 

 

 

 

I began my writing career translating novels, novellas and short stories written by veteran 

Indian authors. Then I moved on to writing my own novels, and gradually started exploring 

other forms of writing – such as novelizations and screenplays. I have written in various genres, 

for a wide range of readership segments, and in a large number of formats. But when I look 

back at all my writing now, I see that there has always been one common thread running 

through all my work – and that is self-reflection. No matter what project I choose, no matter 

what the theme or the genre, my stories will always include the protagonist going through a 

journey of self-discovery and end up knowing things about himself that he did not when the 

story began. More than an exploration of the world outside the protagonist, my stories have 

always been an inward look at one’s own self, a soul-searching, so to speak. This has also been 

a constant theme in all the books that I have enjoyed reading and the films I have enjoyed 

watching. 
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The other recurring theme in my work, and in the work that has influenced me as an artist, is 

man’s relationship with nature. Even when I have written a detective story, I have always – 

without exception – based my story in a natural setting. Some of the examples of my story’s 

settings include a forest adjacent to an old mining town, the secluded beaches of the Arabian 

Sea, the misty and desolate suburbs of a bustling metropolis, and a tranquil tea garden in the 

foothills of the Himalayas. The absence of artificial light is a salient feature of my stories. As 

is the absence of modern technologies. In my stories, information has to be culled by speaking 

to people, and human relationships are of paramount importance. 

 

Another common element in my work, and in the work of others that have fascinated me, is 

the notion that digging deeper into something often leads to a whole new world of discoveries. 

Even in some of the children’s stories that I have translated, a seemingly ordinary character is 

often capable of doing extraordinary things, that too without making a big show out of it. 

Similarly, traveling to a lesser-known destination might open up an entirely new and 

remarkable world of natural beauty, with life-altering experiences and learnings. In my stories, 

and in the stories that have shaped my writing, the idea of something special hiding in plain 

sight has always been a highlight. For instance, one of my favourite authors of all time – the 

British naturalist Jim Corbett – taught me through his writings how a man-eating tiger is 

actually a very tragic aberration of nature, from the tiger’s perspective. Coming from a man 

who has been hunting man-eating tigers all his life, this sensitivity towards the very beast he is 

tracking through the jungles of Central India might come as a bit of surprise to his readers. But 

therein lies that simple yet potent philosophy – that there’s more to the nature of things than 

meets the eye in a mere cursory glance, and that to get to the truth, one needs to spend enough 

time to dig deeper. This is a theme that is evidently present in the works of all the artists who 
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have influenced me – from Jim Corbett to Satyajit Ray, from Agatha Christie to Shirshendu 

Mukhopadhyay, and from O. Henry to Stanley Kubrick. 

 

It is perhaps my intrinsic love for these three recurring themes that drew me to Bibhutibhushan 

Bandyopdhyay’s Aranyak in the first place. This is a novel that is essentially a journey of self-

exploration, into a natural world, where there are new surprises and valuable lessons at every 

single step. And in that sense, it is a continuation of my past work. 

 

However, having said that, I must also haste to add that in certain ways, this project is also a 

departure from my earlier ones. For instance, my other works have a certain pace that is 

completely different from the pace in which the story of Aranyak unfolds. Most of my other 

stories start and end in a span of a few days, most definitely less than a week. Aranyak spans 

over a decade and a half. My usual pace is a breakneck one, with literally hundreds of plot 

points packed like sardines into a limited period of time. In total contrast, the story of Aranyak 

is told in a languid pace. This is a conscious and deliberate choice. Because the story needs 

time to tell. It is this pace that also had an impact in the form in which the story is being 

presented. In the sense that a feature length film wouldn’t do justice to it, and the story is hence 

being told in an episodic series format. 
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NOTES FROM A WRITER’S JOURNEY 

 

 

 

Sculpture is made by taking away, while painting is made by adding. 

 

~ Michelangelo. 

 

 

 

Conceptualization 

 

The idea of adapting Aranyak for the screen came to me several years ago, when I had translated 

the novel from the Bengali to English. The translation in itself was a project riddled with 

enormous difficulties and challenges. And upon completion, the sense of relief was 

unmistakable. But as with any other creative project, the artist soon begins to feel the vacuum 

that the creative work has left behind. I felt it too. I had started writing screenplays by then. 

And it was during that phase of my creative journey that the idea of a screen adaptation of the 

novel first occurred to me. 

 

Now, it is one thing to carry a novel from one language to another. But it is an entirely different 

thing to carry a story from one medium to another. More so when the story in question is so 
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nuanced and so complex in nature. It was too outrageous an idea, too vain an ambition. And I 

knew that sometime during the journey, I would inevitably give up. Writers, especially 

freelance writers, are often faced with the problem of self-motivation, the magnitude of which 

is often undermined. In other words, a freelance writer is not answerable to anyone when it 

comes to writing a piece of work. There is no one to ‘watch over’ them and either motivate 

them or reprimand them when they are neglecting their writing duties, for the simple reason 

that there are, in fact, no duties. In toying with the idea of adapting Aranyak, I was one hundred 

percent sure that I would give up on hitting the very first roadblock. And that would be really 

tragic. So tragic that it was perhaps better not to embark upon such an arduous and ambitious 

journey at all. I kept the idea aside, shoved it out of my periphery and went on with my life. 

 

After a few years, circumstances brought me to York University. And I realized that an 

academic environment would perhaps be the most ideal laboratory for that insane experiment 

that I had pushed in the backburner. I brought that notion out, dusted it, gave it some though 

and shape, and created a plan. That was the beginning of this journey. 

 

 

Strategy 

 

One of the most important reasons why I had initially thought of the screen adaptation of 

Aranyak to be an impossible dream was that this was a novel in which the reader witnesses the 

beauty of nature through the eyes of the protagonist of the story. In other words, a very large 

portion of the story is told through narration. For the simple reason that the lion’s share of the 
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incidents in the novel have only one character in them – that of the protagonist. When there is 

just one character, there is no dialogue. And this often tends to scare screenwriters. Ideally, 

though, it should not. Because cinema is essentially ‘visual’ storytelling, and a screenwriter 

must be able to tell a story solely through moving images, without any dependence on dialogue 

whatsoever. In fact, this was one of the lessons that we were taught throughout our 

screenwriting courses here at York University. And thanks to this invaluable lesson, I got the 

courage to try and tell Satya’s story not through what he saw, instead of what he said. 

 

The other problem I was faced with was an even greater one. There are literally hundreds of 

characters in the novel. The interactions between these characters result in thousand of 

incidents, subplots, story-within-a-story, tracks, so on and so forth. It would be impossible to 

try and retain all of those in the script. Some of them would have to be sacrificed upon the altar 

of cinematic brevity. But which would be those unfortunate candidates? And how does one 

choose them? Who is to say that this specific character or that specific incident is more 

interesting than another, and is therefore to be retained? 

 

That is when a few words printed on the jacket of a book on art that I had read a long time ago 

came to my mind. The famous Renaissance artist Michelangelo had said that sculpture is made 

by taking away, while painting is made by adding. Priceless words from the man who had 

sculpted the David and painted the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. The more I thought about what 

he had said, the more it began to seem to me that the screen adaptation of a literary work is, to 

an astonishingly large extent, somewhere between those two activities – taking away and 

adding. At least that’s the way I personally looked at it. And the moment I understood this 

simple yet profound concept, I received a moment of crystalline clarity. One in which I 
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understood that I was making the mistake of comparing one character to another, or one 

incident with another. Instead, what I should do is to take whatever came to me organically and 

make a beautiful story out of them. Even if I had to add to the original author’s story. That was 

when I decided that I wouldn’t be telling Bibhutibhushan’s story in Bibhutibhushan’s voice, 

but that I would tell the protagonist’s story in my voice. 

 

 

Research 

 

A significant amount of research had already been carried out when I was translating Aranyak 

from the Bengali to English. I had gone to the forest, spoken to the forest dwellers, witnessed 

and experienced their art and culture, tried to understand their philosophies, and simply soak 

in the beauty of life in the middle of the forest. When I went back to the forest this time, my 

focus was less on the people of the forest and more on the forest itself. I wanted to witness the 

natural beauty of the woods, the hills, the lakes and the clear unpolluted skies. Because unlike 

on my last visit, this time I was looking for visuals for my story. 

 

As part of my research, I was also looking for a variety of different voices when it came to 

telling a fish-out-of-the-water story. I watched several films on the theme and read a few books. 

The myriad of voices that I came across was important to me because I wanted to understand 

how the same story can be told in several different ways. 
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Reflection on the core anthropological idea of the story – ‘we are not from around here’ – took 

me to a number of museums around the world. I visited the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, 

the American Museum of Natural History in New York City, the Canadian Museum of History 

in Ottawa, the Indian Museum in Kolkata, and the Musée de la civilisation in Quebec City. I 

spent a significant amount of time in the anthropological and ethnological wings of these 

museums, trying to understand the ways of life of indigenous people from all around the world. 

In the end, I personally feel I was able to capture at least the essence of that way of life – which, 

to my surprise, I found to be common and uniform all around the world, irrespective of 

geography – in my adaptation. 

 

Finally, I wanted to learn more about the forest itself. I read up as many books as I could about 

the forest, but from the perspective of an outsider. Which might seem to be a rather strange 

decision. But it was important for me to see the forest and its beauty through the eyes of an 

outsider because that is exactly how my story’s protagonist would see the forest. In an insider’s 

view, the beauties of the forest would seem as ordinary and unremarkable as the vibrance of a 

large metropolis would seem to someone who has spent their entire life amidst it. And that is 

not what I wanted for the story. 

 

Feedback 

 

Throughout this journey, I have received valuable feedback from my supervisor and my reader 

– both positive as well as negative, but all uniformly constructive. While going through their 

feedback, it has often seemed to me that there have been times when they have not quite 

understood or grasped what I was trying to say through my screenplay. I swiftly attributed this 
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to their unfamiliarity with the milieu in which my story was based. And in a moment of 

vainglorious foolishness, my first reaction was to ignore most of their feedback. But as I kept 

thinking about what they had to say about the way I was telling my story, the more I began to 

realize that I was wrong. Their feedback had not resulted from a lack of understanding of the 

world of Aranyak. It came from a much simpler place. The feedback was a direct outcome of 

my failure to bring out the world of Aranyak in my screenplay. I started working on this, and 

over time, things got better. A screenplay will always be a work-in-progress document. But it 

is now getting to a place where it can be “seen” rather than “read”. 

 

As I go along, and stay with the screenplay, I will keep polishing it, even outside the scope of 

this academic environment, till I have taken it to a point where any further polishing would 

begin to wear down the story rather than the intended purpose of enriching it. 

 

 

Finalization 

 

I honestly do not think a screenplay can be ‘finalized’. But this thesis can be. I am now at a 

stage where I feel confident to defend my ideas, my explorations, and my strategies in this long 

and satisfying journey. I also feel confident in pitching the project to those who might be 

interested in being a part of this creative journey. There would of course be hundreds of other 

steps and milestones in this journey, and I will have to cross them too – till one day, we see 

Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s Aranyak on screen. 
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ETHICAL ISSUES 

 

 

 

The first and foremost ethical issue that had presented itself when the decision was made to 

adapt Aranyak was the one around intellectual property rights.  Although the original novel was 

out of copyright, I was not comfortable going ahead with either the translation or the subsequent 

adaptation without speaking to the late author’s legal heirs. A thorough and time-consuming 

search through my publishing network back in India resulted in the discovery of 

Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s great grandson Mr. Trinankur Banerjee, who now lives and 

works in the United States of America. I reached out to the gentleman, introduced myself and 

expressed my interest in Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s novel. 

 

We had a long chat about the novel, and about Bibhutibhushan’s writing itself. In the end, the 

gentleman happily encouraged me to go ahead with the project. Although technically, this entire 

exercise was not required from a legal standpoint, it was simply a matter of courtesy that led 

me to reach out to the gentleman and have a frank conversation with him. The outcome made 

all parties happy. 

 

The second ethical issue that could have presented itself was during the research phase of the 

project. It fulcrumed around my interactions with the forest dwellers themselves. In the past, I 

have had several interactions with people from the forest. I myself hail from the Dooars region 

in the foothills of the Himalayas, and I grew up in the state of Assam, where the famous 

Kaziranga National Park – with the one-horced rhinoceros – exists. Forests are not new to me, 
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I practically grew up around them. Which is why, I wanted to avoid interfering with the lives 

of the local forest people of the Chota Nagpur Plateau for the purposes of this project. 

 

This was achieved mainly through secondary research, by speaking to those who have seen the 

forest dwellers very closely, reading up about them, their habitat, their art and culture. Neither 

any interference nor any intervention was made in the lives of the indigenous people. Care was 

taken to see that whatever information was culled and collected from secondary sources were 

an accurate representation of the lives of such people. At no point of time during the 

conceptualization, planning, research or execution of this project were human subjects used for 

study or reference. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

Alice:   Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here? 

 

The Cheshire Cat:   That depends a good deal on where you want to get to. 

 

~ from Alice in Wonderland 

 

 

 

The journey of adapting Aranyak began with a few simple questions. As we come to the end 

of this paper, it is now time to revisit those questions. Is man’s relationship with nature his most 

expected and most fundamental state of being? Is his separation from the natural world an 

aberration? Or is it just in Satya’s nature as an individual to have an affinity towards the forest? 

In the end, having gone through the rigorous journey of adapting the novel and trying to tell 

Satya’s story in a contemporary voice that still carries the same message as the author intended, 

I have come to the conclusion that when it comes to finding one’s connection with the natural 

world, the story’s protagonist might not be a true representative of humankind. That might 

explain why there are far more people in the world who are unlike Satya than like him. 
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It may take different people different amounts of time to understand and accept their connection 

with nature, and in the end, some might not comprehend the very nature of that connection at 

all. Different people might even have different motivations, or none at all, to acknowledge their 

own role in the natural world. Expecting everyone to look at the world through identical lenses 

is a rather arrogant claim of vanity and omniscience. I say this despite personally believing in 

the message of my own adaptation. As an artist, it would be unwise and unfair of me to expect 

that everyone will look at my art and agree with everything I have to say. But say it I must, 

because saying something is more important than finding acceptance for what is being said. 

For some, Aranyak might be a great summoning to the realm of mother nature. For others, it 

might be simply a story of the protagonist’s self-discovery. In either case, though, it has been 

my endeavour to tell a story as objectively and as entertainingly as was creatively possible for 

me. If my adaptation has entertained my audience, I will consider my efforts fruitful. If it makes 

even a single member of my audience halt on his diurnal march to readjust and recalibrate his 

compass in the journey of his life, I will simply consider that a hard-earned bonus, irrespective 

of the direction he chooses. 

 

The other question that I had put to test through this project was to see if the story still remains 

timeless and has a universal connect. To answer that question, we must first understand that a 

screenplay is not like a finished painting. It is like the architectural blueprint for the 

construction of a building. Or the recipe of a culinary dish. Neither have any significance 

without the end goals being met. It is the same principle with a screenplay. So while the 

timelessness and universal appeal of Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s Aranyak seems to be 

intact while I am writing the screenplay, it still remains to be seen whether as a visual story, it 

will find acceptance with audiences worldwide. 
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In my own journey with Aranyak, however, I have learned several valuable lessons. The first 

and foremost is that as an artist, if I confront my fears and dare to go to places that scare me, I 

might find quite a few fascinating stories in those places. The adaptation of this novel has also 

taught me that when it comes to art, sheer rigour and plain old hard work is always far more 

valuable than talent – was, is, and always will be. But perhaps the most important and eye-

opening lesson I have learned in this remarkably enriching and fulfilling creative, academic 

and personal journey of my life is that as a writer, I will always owe the world a good story. 

Nothing more, nothing less. Just a good story. 

 

 

 

 

~~~ 
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